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To  the  Editor 

On  January  17,  1995  at  5:46  AM,  a  large  earthquake 
with  its  epicenter  at  the  northern  end  of  Awaji  Island  in 
Hyogo  Prefecture  struck  with  a  magnitude  of  7.3  on  the 
Richter  scale.  Its  magnitude  was  originally  described  as 
7.2,  but  this  was  later  revised  to  7.3.  This  event  is  generally 
known  as  the  Great  Hanshin-Awaji  Earthquake.  Prior  to 
January  11,  2000,  there  were  said  to  be  6434  dead  and 
43,792  injured  as  a  result  of  the  Great  Hanshin-Awaji 
Earthquake.  Many  lives  were  lost,  because  of  this  large, 
unexpected  earthquake,  and  the  event  was  a  massive  trag¬ 
edy.  Recent  years  have  seen  media  reports  of  “solitary 
deaths”,  or  instances  where  single  residents  of  temporary 
housing  in  Hyogo  Prefecture,  which  is  where  victims  of 
the  Great  Hanshin-Awaji  Earthquake  live,  die  without 
anyone  noticing.  Deaths  at  292  residences  in  Hyogo  Prefec¬ 
ture  were  investigated  by  prefectural  police  and  deemed  to 
be  a  “solitary  death”  from  2000  to  2007;  their  findings 
served  as  the  basis  for  statistics  collected  and  reported  by 
newspapers  etc.  Based  on  these  statistics,  the  current  study 
discusses  “solitary  deaths”  after  an  earthquake  and  “soli¬ 
tary  deaths”  in  general  and  it  also  examines  measures  to 
prevent  “solitary  deaths”  in  the  future. 
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Annual  deaths  due  to  “solitary  death”  for  the  292  tem¬ 
porary  residences  in  Hyogo  Prefecture  are  shown  in  Fig.  1, 
for  the  period  studied.  As  of  2002,  annual  deaths  climbed 
to  more  than  60.  The  60  deaths  deemed  “solitary  deaths” 
in  2007  involved  individuals  ranging  from  53  to  91  years 
of  age;  median  age  was  75.5  years.  This  result  indicates  that 
“solitary  deaths”  of  the  elderly  after  an  earthquake  con¬ 
tinue  to  climb  over  the  long  term. 

From  the  perspective  of  “solitary  deaths”  of  the  elderly, 
safe  infrastructure  tailored  to  the  elderly  and  the  need  to  pre¬ 
vent  psychological  and  social  isolation  are  crucial  measures 
to  prevent  “solitary  deaths”  of  the  elderly.1  After  an  earth¬ 
quake,  victims  may  also  suffer  posttraumatic  stress  disorder 
(PTSD).2'3  That  is,  residents  in  temporary  housing  after  an 
earthquake  should  be  visited  frequently,  so  that  they  do 
not  feel  or  become  isolated,  and  communication  must  be  fur¬ 
ther  encouraged.  In  addition,  factors  leading  to  “solitary 
deaths”  must  be  promptly  examined.  Japan  has  witnessed 
a  series  of  large  earthquakes  since  the  Great  Hanshin-Awaji 
Earthquake  like  the  2000  Western  Tottori  Earthquake,  the 
2004  earthquakes  offTokaido  and  in  Niigata,  the  2005  earth¬ 
quake  off  West  Fukoka,  and  the  2007  Noto  earthquake. 
Central  Mie  earthquake,  and  Niigata-Chuetsu  Earthquake. 
Measures  to  prevent  “solitary  deaths”  after  an  earthquake 
and  prevent  “solitary  deaths”  in  general  must  be  promptly 
implemented  at  the  same  time  as  earthquake  relief  measures 
with  the  cooperation  of  administrative  bodies,  the  police,  the 
medical  establishment,  and  local  communities. 
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Fig.  1.  The  number  of  “solitary  deaths”  of  the  elderly  for  the  292 
temporary  residences  in  Hyogo  Prefecture  from  2000  to  2007. 
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